This paper discusses some key findings taken from a qualitative study conducted with gay and lesbian adopters and foster carers in England and Wales. The study examined the experiences of 24 self-identified lesbians and gay men, who had been involved in adoption or fostering processes since the introduction of the Adoption and Children Act, 2002. This article will explore why participants chose to adopt or foster and their approach to relationships generated through these routes. Findings indicate that gay and lesbian applicants troubled dominant conceptualisations of family and kinship and revealed both heteronormative and nuclear constructions of parenting within adoption and fostering social work. In contrast, participants often demonstrated a reflexive and creative approach to caring for looked after children. This paper will therefore consider how professionals can recognise nuanced or complex relationships, situated beyond traditional frameworks, through drawing upon wider concepts within sociological literature.
| INTRODUCTION
The findings within this paper are taken from a small-scale exploratory study conducted with lesbians and gay men in England and Wales, who had adopted or fostered since the implementation of key legislation, including the Adoption and Children Act 2002 (Wood, 2013 . The study explored the reasons why gay and lesbian applicants choose to adopt or foster and their experiences of the application, assessment, and approval processes. This paper will examine the extent to which participants 0 sexual identities shaped their approach to these routes, as well as the conditions by which kinship is conceived of and negotiated within the parameters of adoption or fostering. Findings indicate that complex relationships often exist between the multiple parties involved in a looked after child 0 s life, and participants within this study responded to these in certain ways. Furthermore, participants 0 narratives reveal some of the structural and conceptual barriers to how such relationships are understood within adoption and fostering social work. This paper questions the extent to which the meanings of relationships are recognised within adoption and fostering and how these can be accounted for by those working with looked after children.
Finally, this work will contribute to those calls for us to re-examine the ways in which practitioners theorise familial relationships and kinship practices within adoption and fostering, and beyond (Hicks, 2014; Logan, 2013; Morris, 2013; Saltiel, 2013; Tarrant, Featherstone, O 0 Dell, & Fraser, 2015) .
In the contexts of adoption and fostering, there have been significant changes in legislation and policy in the UK within the last 15 years, including the introduction of the Adoption and Children Act of 2002. The Act decreed that unmarried couples, including same-sex applicants, could apply to adopt jointly for the first time, and statistics indicate that the numbers of gay and lesbian adopters in England and
Wales have risen steadily since its implementation (Gov.uk, 2017; New Family Social, 2016; Statswales.gov.wales, 2017) . Access to adoption and fostering for lesbians and gay men has been further supported by legislation such as the Equality Act (Sexual Orientation)
Regulations 2007 and the Equality Act 2010. The Equality Act 2010 encompasses previous equality legislation and prohibits discrimination on the basis of an individual 0 s sexual orientation. Such legislation illustrates a fundamental shift in focus onto the attributes of the applicant, rather than their sexual identity or familial composition, thus challenging the privileging of certain types of relationships within these areas (Brown & Cocker, 2008) .
Although the aforementioned legislation has helped to eliminate some of the structural impediments for lesbians and gay men accessing such routes, it has also elicited broader questions and criticisms around the meanings of both kinship and parenting. During the parliamentary debates around the Adoption and Children bill, for example, the notion of family--its purpose and construction--was contested extensively, with some opponents citing potential changes as undermining traditional "family values" (Hicks, 2005a ).
Yet social work is often at the forefront of changing family forms, and adoption and fostering are examples of familial arrangements situated beyond a biogenetic basis (Saltiel, 2013; Hicks, 2014) . It may be asked therefore how social work is governed by, or resists, wider discourses pertaining to the "right" kinds of family format and how lesbians and gay men navigate this. Furthermore, as each stage of the adoption or fostering process requires critical decision making by social workers, it is important to understand how kinship is conceptualized by professionals.
| Family in late modernity
When considering gay and lesbian parenting, it is necessary to acknowledge changing definitions of family and kinship in late modernity. Authors such as Giddens (1992) note that the structural frameworks, which have historically defined familial and intimate relationships, have become less central to the ways in which individuals live their lives. Relationships are more likely to be reflexively negotiated through personal meanings and based on shared mutual interests or needs. Gay and lesbian intimacies have often been explored in relation to these changes and the work of Weston (1991) and Weeks et al. (2001) , for instance, examines the ways in which lesbians and gay men have sought to create kinship networks outside of legal or statutory recognition. Weeks, Donovan, and Heaphy (1999) comment that through an absence of precedent, lesbians and gay men have been responsible for carrying out "everyday experiments in living," as relationships must be reflexively defined.
However, although increasing numbers of lesbians and gay men have chosen to expand their families through various means, there are often challenges in doing so. Authors have contended that wider structural inequalities, including class or gender disparities, continue to have an impact on individual choices and the extent to which democratised relationships truly operate (Jamieson, 1999) . Despite changing definitions of family, nonheterosexual relationships have frequently been associated with a high degree of stigma or marginalisation (Weeks et al., 2001) . The emergence of new kinship formations and the rejection of "traditional" gender roles for instance have been accused by some critics as a potential threat to the "social order," which leads to an increase in "broken" families (Jagger & Wright, 1999: 4) . Competing claims about what kinship is or is not work to establish some modes of relating as "legitimate," at the expense of others (Hicks, 2006a) . In addition, legislation and social policy shapes dominant ideologies of kinship, through its recognition of certain familial structures (Logan, 2013) . This has been further underlined by historical, exclusionary policies such as Section 28 of the Local Government Act 1988, which prohibited public services from "promoting the teaching in any maintained school of the acceptability of homosexuality as a pretended family relationship".
The impact of this on families has been outlined within wider studies (e.g., Saffron, 1996) and illustrates that such policies reproduce an ideological chasm between lesbians and gay men, and the care of children.
| Constructions of family within social work practice
There are several studies that call for rethinking how social work responds to kinship structures in a range of settings (e.g., Jones & Hackett, 2011 Morris, 2012 Morris, , 2013 Logan, 2013; Saltiel, 2013; Hicks, 2014; Tarrant et al., 2015) . This work suggests that practitioners must engage with sociological perspectives of family in order to acknowledge diversity within late modernity and understand how social work makes certain knowledge claims about such configurations (Jones & Hackett, 2012; Saltiel, 2013; Hicks, 2014) . Saltiel (2013) suggests that a level of criticality is often absent from much social work literature, including practice-based texts. Furthermore, due to the time-limited nature of decision making within children and family social work, professionals may rely upon recognisable conceptual templates, including fixed ideas around biological relatedness, in order to make sense of complex cases. In light of this, a number of authors (Jones & Hackett, 2011 Hicks, 2011; Morris, 2013; Saltiel, 2013) suggest that conceptualising "the family" as a distinct entity is limited. Instead the work of Morgan (1996) is critical, in order to view the family as a set of "practices," which are dynamic social relationships that are both practical and shaped through mutual consent. This concept of "doing"
family infers that it is performative and therefore "an active process rather than a thing-like object of detached social investigation" (Morgan, 1999: 16 Finch (2007: 67) contends that family practices need to be distinctly conveyed, as the extent to which they are recognised is dependent upon "wider systems of meaning."
| Gay and lesbian adoption and fostering
Lesbians and gay men must consciously decide when and how they can pursue parenthood, and there are a number of studies that examine how individuals approach such routes (e.g., Goldberg, 2012; Hicks & McDermott, 1999; Goldberg, 2012; Mallon, 2004) .
These studies focus on the transition to parenthood for lesbians and gay men and outline some of the political, social, and cultural barriers experienced. Although there are several international studies that examine the experiences of lesbians and gay men who adopt or foster, due to the scope of this paper, the following section will focus on those conducted within the UK (Wood, 2013; Brown, 2011; Hicks, 1996 Hicks, , 1998 Hicks, , 2000 Hicks, , 2011 Hicks & McDermott, 1999; Cocker, 2011; Mellish, Jennings, Tasker, Lamb, & Golombok, 2013; Skeates & Jabri, 1988) . A number of these studies found that gay and lesbian applicants have encountered various forms of discrimination throughout the application, approval, and matching processes. Hicks (1996) and Hicks and McDermott (1999) found the existence of a hierarchy between applicants, in which heterosexual adopters were more likely to be matched and placed with children first. Gay and lesbian applicants were often viewed as a "last resort" for placements, with heteronuclear configurations upheld as the most desirable setting for children (Hicks, 1996) . Similarly, gay and lesbian applicants were more likely to be matched with children perceived as difficult to place, including older children, sibling groups, or those with additional needs (Skeates & Jabri, 1988; Hicks, 1996) . These findings have been further supported within the recent studies of
Wood (2013) and Cocker (2011) , which identify that hierarchies were still perceived to exist and that these were sometimes verbally confirmed by social workers.
Gay and lesbian candidates were also required to work hard to advance their applications, including challenging perceptions of risk (Skeates & Jabri, 1988; Hicks, 1996 Hicks, , 1998 . As part of the assessment, applicants were often compelled to present their suitability in distinct ways (Hicks, 2000 (Hicks, , 2006b , such as outlining how they could provide "gender role models" to children in their care. The concept of gender role modelling has been challenged by several authors (e.g., Hicks, 2008) ; however, what this requirement infers is the privileging of heteronuclear constructions when it comes to family and parenting. Hicks (1998 Hicks ( , 2014 suggests that adoption and fostering social work is therefore not a neutral activity but one which produces certain knowledge claims about a range of subjects, including sexuality, gender, and family. More recently, Wood (2016) identifies that gay and lesbian applicants are required to negotiate their presentations to services in relation to a range of "normative" constructs, including relationship status, age, class, and many more. This forms part of a broader, complex task of displaying family to wider assessing agencies, in order to be recognised as "legitimate" (Finch, 2007) .
| THE RESEARCH STUDY
Findings within this paper are taken from a qualitative study conducted with 24 gay and lesbian adopters and foster carers from England and
Wales, who had undertaken any part of the application, assessment, or approval process since the introduction of the Adoption and Children Act. This Act served as a representative marker, as the study considered participants 0 experiences of the application and assessment processes since its implementation. A purposive sample was sought, and both adopters and foster carers were considered as they undertake a similar assessment process by social workers. Participants were recruited through various channels, including organisations related to parenting, adoption and fostering, and gay and lesbian support. The use of social media, such as Twitter, was also used as it was anticipated that this would be a difficult to reach participant group. In depth emistructured interviews were conducted with participants, who were aged between 28 and 59 and ethical approval was granted by the University of Hull. Transcripts were coded thematically, and data were gathered and analysed contemporaneously. Memos were made during the collection of data and throughout the analysis of the research.
Saturation of data was felt to have been achieved when no new codes emerged (Birks & Mills, 2011) .
The majority of participants identified as White British; two identified as White Irish and one as White British American. Two men and 14 women were interviewed as couples (three adopters, four foster carers, and one couple who had both adopted and fostered); four men and one woman were interviewed without their partners (three adopters and two foster carers); and two men and one woman were single applicants (two adopters and one foster carer). The children placed with participants were aged from birth to 18 years. Adopters were informed that they could only be placed with children who matched their ethnic or racial heritage; however, foster carers had experience of looking after children with a range of backgrounds.
Unlike previous findings (e.g., Hicks & McDermott, 1999) , this study did not find that participants were explicitly matched with certain children on the basis of their sexual identities, such as those who are harder to place. In order to maintain confidentiality, all participants within this work have been given pseudonyms.
| FINDINGS
The following section will identify some of the key themes to emerge regarding the ways in which participants approached and conceptualised adoption or fostering. It will illustrate participants 0 journeys to parenthood or care and the reasons why they chose to adopt and/or foster. Finally, it will explore some of the ways in which participants made sense of family within these contexts and how social work responded to this.
| PERSONAL NARRATIVES AND ROUTES TO PARENTHOOD
Participants discussed both psychological and practical adjustments taken prior to becoming parents or carers. This related to a sense of WOODfinancial, social, or emotional "readiness" and several underlined the conscious planning involved in choosing to expand their families, including legal implications. As noted within previous studies (Goldberg, 2012; Mallon, 2004; Weeks et al., 2001) 
| Making the decision to adopt
Several participants commented that their initial interest in adoption was instigated through local and national advertisements, the media, and applicant open days. Seamus however commented that seeing friends who had successfully adopted helped to underline a sense of possibility: However, legislation was felt by some to be critical when seeking equal recognition as parents. Polly and Maria commented that although they felt adoption was the "right thing" to do, they could also 
| Making the decision to foster
Participants chose to foster for diverse reasons, and this reflected a desire both to look after children and to embark upon something "altruistic." Fostering was not deemed to be an easier route to looking after children but was viewed as a separate endeavour with specific demands: hostility. Yet such issues did not always emerge, and after meeting with birth family members, several participants recounted highly positive experiences. Furthermore, participants often reflectively understood that this hostility was not necessarily a result of homophobia but was instead due to feelings of subjection on the part of birth parents (additional information on the emotional impact of adoption for birth parents is explored elsewhere: e.g., Smeeton & Boxall, 2011) .
However, a number of adopters felt that they had been more open to contact with birth family members than their heterosexual peers.
Maria and Polly suggested that this reflected a lack of expectation with regards to biological parenthood: However, participants who had fostered commented that their relationships with children frequently extended beyond initial placements. A number described the ways in which care continued to be enacted, for example, through the provision of money and gifts. Astrid and Erica defined these connections as both obligatory and familial in nature:
Astrid These narratives indicate assumptions around how family should be both configured and displayed (Finch, 2007) . Such constructions are characterised as nuclear, local, and hetero/gender normative and denote a biological basis for kinship. The following section will explore these examples in relation to practice.
| DISCUSSION
This paper outlines some of the experiences of gay and lesbian applicants who choose to adopt or foster children and highlights similarities with those studies noted previously (Goldberg, 2012; Hicks & McDermott, 1999; Lewin, 2009; Mallon, 2004; Mellish et al., 2013) .
Participants demonstrated that the decision to become parents or carers was reflectively negotiated and carefully planned; they often drew upon their own histories when discussing routes to parenthood, (1996) notion of "doing family," as they denote an ongoing, dynamic process, particularly in relation to language. Likewise, their approach to balancing biological, legal, and constructed ties was often child-led and based on their needs (Jones & Hackett, 2012; Logan, 2013) . Participants demonstrated fluidity in their approach, through focusing upon the individual meanings associated with their relationships (Morgan, 1996; Weeks et al., 2001) . Foster carers Lucy and Claudia, for example, did not see caring as a substitute for biological relatedness but viewed it as an extension of kinship practices. For participant Lucy, her family is "just another family," because what they are doing constitutes "family" things.
Yet in drawing upon such claims, Lucy is presenting a view of parenting that is "everyday" or unremarkable, and it may be noted that participants within this study made claims around both "sameness"
and "difference" from their heterosexual peers (Hicks, 2005b) . As illustrated previously, several stated that they felt they were more open to maintaining relationships around a child than their heterosexual counterparts and discussed their experiences of creating families of choice.
This flexibility could reflect a lack of value placed on biological relatedness, as well as openness to the realities of pursing parenthood through alternative means. Those who had adopted frequently stated that it was their first choice and although legal security and longevity were characterised as crucial, biological relatedness was viewed as unimportant or even undesirable.
However, as outlined within wider work, (Clarke, 2002; Hicks, 2005b : 303), a strictly assimilationist or transformative view of gay and lesbian parenting is problematic and can reinforce "essentialist"
constructions of families and identities. Hicks (2005b: 204) reminds us that viewing lesbian or gay families or relationships as inherently "radical or conservative" is redundant, as these ideas are "social constructions and not statements of fact." Although participants placed less of an emphasis on biological relatedness, this approach is not necessarily exclusive to lesbians and gay men. Calhoun (2000: 158) , for instance, argues that heterosexual families also use "...the principle of choice and procreatively secured biological ties to determine kinship."
What is more, this study focuses on adopters and foster carers only and does not account for those lesbians and gay men who approach other routes first (Goldberg, 2012) .
It is therefore critical to remain open to such complexities when they occur in order to recognise both how and why family claims are made and in what circumstances they are recognised (Hicks, 2005b; Finch, 2007) . Participants may be drawing upon "sameness" and "difference" narratives in order to challenge heteronormativity, including those discourses which position heteronuclear configurations or biological relatedness as the "true" basis of kinship (Hicks, 2005b: 302) .
Through demarcating their strengths, creativity, or commitment, candidates are arguably seeking to assert both their legitimacy and their originality. This also forms part of Finch 0 s (2007: 70) notion of display work, whereby individuals may need to demonstrate that although their family may not "resemble those of other people," it is both real and "works."
Finally, this paper indicates that although gay and lesbian parenting is now legally recognised within the fields of adoption or fostering, certain family forms are inadvertently underlined as the most "authentic" (Hicks, 2006a (Hicks, , 2014 . Adoption was framed as a response to infertility and rather than viewing 'family' as a set of practices, assessing professionals sometimes saw it as a fixed model to be achieved (Logan, 2013) . Similarly, participants 0 kinship networks were often viewed through a biogenetic lens, sometimes at the expense of families of choice. Narratives demonstrate that the recognition of "family"
remains highly dependent upon wider dominant cultural meanings and that those experiences situated beyond heteronormative models of parenthood may be rendered invisible within such processes (Hicks, 1998; Finch, 2007; Wood, 2016) .
Participants equally questioned other procedural aspects of adoption or fostering, including limiting any relationships between foster carers and children. This has similarly been examined within the Care Inquiry (2013) and in findings by the Fostering Network (Swain, 2016) , which found that children and young people valued continuing contact with foster carers. Structural impediments to such relationships are also identified by authors such as Jones and Hackett (2012) , who note that policy does not necessarily account for some of the complexities involved in adjusting to the redefinition of kinship boundaries as a result of adoption. Adopters and foster carers within this study however demonstrated ongoing kin work that was often child-led. Furthermore, in doing so, they are arguably challenging the assumption that "…children can have only one family" and that children "…cannot recognize their relationships with both biological and adoptive family members" (Goldberg, 2012: 60) .
Therefore, it may be argued that by focusing upon how kinship is performed and the individual meanings of relationships, rather than their fit with heteronormative configurations, it is possible for professionals to consider a range of important contacts within a child 0 s life. Through using those ideas found within sociological discourses, including (Hicks, 2014; Morris, 2013; Saltiel, 2013) .
| CONCLUSION
This paper offers an insight into some of the ways in which gay and lesbian kinship is conceptualised and enacted within the contexts of adoption and fostering. Findings suggest that participants within this study sometimes challenged the perceived boundaries of "traditional" kinship and in doing so, disrupted both the binaries of biological/ non-biological relatedness and the public/private spheres of family life (Hicks, 2014; Riggs, 2015) . In focusing on the creative meanings of relationships and using the language of family to encompass a number of associations beyond a biogenetic basis, participants reveal some of the heteronormative underpinnings of practice within this area. Furthermore, it demonstrates that although adoption and fostering are examples of kinship built around the development of non-biological bonds, heteronuclear constructions are still used as a frame of reference by some practitioners.
There are a number of limitations to this study; although this work focuses specifically on gay and lesbian participants, there may be thematic differences when looking at other sexual or gendered identities.
Similarly, this research does not address the experiences of black or minority ethnic participants, and further research may be conducted in order to understand how this intersects with kinship practices. This is critical so that social workers can capture the complexities of human relationships and recognise the part they play in the lives of children.
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